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in 1965 the ne\\ nation of Singapore aas confronted \klth d umque and 

challengmg strategic problem -- ho\\ to sun I\ e as a nation 111 en that It possessed 

\ wtuall> none of the tradmonal elements of natttlonal power Tmy- totall> lackmg m 

natural resources, made up of a multicultural hodgepodge of peoples ulth no umf; mg 

sense ofnatlonhood and enJo>mg, at best. tenuous relations 111th Its neighbors. 

Smgapore-s future \\as not emlable That Srngapore should not onI> su~~\e but 

become remarkably prosperous despite such an mausplclous start can be attnbuted m 

large measure to the efforts of one man. Lee Kuan Yen Lee’s remarkable strategic 

\ won and leadership 1s clearly at the center of Smgapore’s success over the last 30 1 ears 

The strategic enwronment u hlch Lee Kuan Yew faced m 1965 WIS not totallq 

bleak Singapore possessed a number of assets to be evplolted She enJo)ed a superb 

geographic location on the Straits of Malacca, one of the moorid’s most Important 

nyrmme thoroughfares Her port i\as one of the world‘s busiest Her population, \\hlle 

heterogeneous. i\as mdustrlous unh a mercantile flax Addmonall>. Singapore 

benefited from a 6rmsh educated elite. of~hlch Lee Leas one. ILhlch ga\e her a Western 

orientanon nlth Nestem st>le pohtlcal and economic mstltutlons Frnall!. at least until 

1971_ Singapore benefited from a major Brmsh n-nlltarl, presence. nhlch sensd as a 

deterrent to \\ould-be ag,?-essors It i\as \\Ithm this contelt of a dauntmg emlronment 

thai Lee Kuan Ye\\ dei eloped and ewcuted his stratsgx \ won 

Lee Kuan Yei\ starts from the premw that to sur~-l\e Stngapore must 

econornlcall> thn\e -- not Just b> the standards of a reglonal AsIan econom! but b> the 

standarcs ofthe \\orld econom! HIS o\srrldlng strategic obdectne IS almost entrr4! 

commercial. I e to mak Singapore a maw trading sxtc’ This nil1 1x2 Singaportz N ii~c IC 
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m the Lvorld All polmcal, economic, and soctal polwes ~~111 be directed to\vards 

achlel my tt The mstruments of diplomacy and mthtarq polver ~111 be employed to 

presen e it 

R-htle much has been made m recent bears of the so-called -‘.&an” model, of 

\vhtch Lee Kuan Yeu 1s one of the prtmaq pubhclsts, It IS m the West, m particular 

Israel and Sxvttzerland, that Lee mmally sees the model for Smgapore’s decslopment 

During the early 1960-s It dawned on [Lee] uith ne\\ cianty ho\\ 
similar Singapore L\as to Israel. both migrant enclaves surrounded b> 
Islamtc nations and subject to resentment from disaffected Muslrms 
Lvtthrn SU ttzerland was relet ant m a number of ways a multrlmgual 
soclen, armed and mobked to protect its neutrality, a national econom) 
sslectwel> mdustrtaltsed and able to attract disposable lmmlgrant labour 
for the less pleasant Jobs, a people onI> too wllmg to prosper by sen mg 
the financial whims of all comers with the help of superb mfrastructure 
and factlmes, and ventunng out mto the norld wtthout mhtbrttons ewept 
those dxtated b> efkency and calculated self interest I 

In order to develop as a first class trading nation Lee must secure Singapore from 

eyema threat - - the preemment requtrement of statecraft In terms of dlplomatlc 

strateL3 this means that he must, first. secure friendly relations vvclth both of Smgapore’s 

lmmedlats neighbors. Maia>sla and Indonesia, and. secondly. adopt a stance of benign 

ne’utrahtk to\vards the rest of the uorld -- a must for a tiny city-state \vtlth major 

commercral asprrattons Frnall>. all of this must be accornpltshed Lshtle mamtamrng an 

sssentrall> pro-Western onentatton. parttcularl> In cultrvatmg Srngapore‘s ties to rhe 

United States. the great Pacrtic power and guarantor of Astan stabllq The fact that Lee 
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IS conslstentl> able to achlew these potentlall? confllctmg dlplomatlc objecti\ es 01 er a 

turbulent 2 3 \ ears IS a tremendous trlbure to his skulls as a statesman 

in terms of military pohcj, Lee’s ob_]ecx e IS to maintain sufficient mihtan 

po>xeer resident m Singapore to deter any Lsould-be a?Gessor from belle\mg he could 

quickly and easily s\\allo\\ up the any city state This secunh pohc> was pursued 

mldlally bl falling under the umbrella of the large Brltlsh mktary contmgent stationed m 

I 
Sygapore Followmg Brltam‘s declslon m 1968 to withdraw all forces from Singapore 

b) : 1971, the natlon i+as compelled to put out considerably more effort on its o\+n to 

mamtam its security Katlonal mllltary sen ice for all male cltlzens was mstltuted, the 

defense budget was notably Increased, and Israel ml1ltax-y advisors were appointed ! The 

Israehs \heere selected --largely because Israel had developed methods to otercome 

impensely super?or enemies m \+ar and had used mxhtary servtce to help create a 

[nklonal] Identity m then- own small county --’ ) FInally Singapore entered mto a 197 1 

defense agreement nlth Great Britain, Austraha. New Zealand. and Mata> sla U’hllr 

this agreement ‘replaced defimte commitment to mktary aId b> a deliberatel! nebulous 

prq\ ision for consultation-* It would nevertheless enhance the deterrence baiue of the 

Smgapore armed forces ’ 

While Lee Kuan Yen‘s dlplomatlc and defense mltlatl\es are slgmfkant to the 

attrimment of hts strategic goal it IS In hts domestic economic. polmcal and social 

pohc~es \\ here his efforts to mahe Singapore a secure and thnk rng state bedr the most 

fruit In fact. perhaps nowhere IS the Ilnhage beween domesnc pol~cles and lntcrnatronal 
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posmon more clear m the modem norld than m the case of Lee Kuan Ye\\-s Singapore 

It IS difficult to separate Lee’s forey pollc> from his domestlc pohc~ m that the! share 

the same objectit e Slmpl? put. Lee-s strateg? for national surwal can best be obsen ed 

m the ox era11 goal of his domestic pohcy, I e to develop Smgapore as a cohewe. 

adaptable. and drsclplmed commercial trading state whose success depends not on Its 

abundance of natural resources but rather on the mdustr) of its populace, Smgapore’s 

only real national resource 

In the realm of economic pohcy, Lee and his mmlsters aim to make Smgapore*s 

econom! world class. a developed economy comparable to those of the West and not a 

third norld econom! based on cheap labor and low value-added manufactunng Agam 

Singapore-s commercial success IS the grand strategic obJectIke, the kel to her sun I\ a1 

Tve primary engine for Singapore-s rapid economic growth ~111 be transnatlonal 

corporations Lnllhe man? new nations of the 1960’s \\ ho see foreign In\ estment and 

transnarlonal corporations as another form of Western lmpenahsm, the ac:l\ ltles of these 

companies are posltl\ely encouraged m Smgapore The Smgapore goxernmsnt tahes the 

le$d m “offermg an offshore haven to the booming economies of the deksloped \\orld --’ 

In exhange for a dlsclplmed, mdustnous. and relatllely cheap \\orhforce. tax 

cokesslons, and a commerclall> attract11 e location m Asia. transnatlonal firms offer 

Singapore In\ estment. smplo> ment. the transfer of technology and commercial 

techniques. and access to forel&m marhsts ’ This synblotlc relatlonshlp fk& 

Singapore s rapid growth 
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Under Lee. Singapore pursues an active --mdustnal poiq‘-. and develops a t>pe 

of state led capltahsm N here the gokemment plays an actlce role m ldentlfj mg and 

promormg particular mdustrles rather than lea\ mg the market entlrel> on its own As a 

Singapore minister put it *- The gobemment has to be the planner and the moblhzer of 

thd economic effort, but the free enterprise system. correctly nurtured and adroItI> 

handled, can sen e as a powerful and tersatlle mstrument of economic gro\+th -*’ 

Smgapore mdustn IS acti\ ell encouraged to go --upmarket”, to contmuall> update Its 

mc/ustrlal processes to strive to match the best of world Industry Addltlonallq, Lee’s 

gotemment passes labor lans which serve to emasculate Smgapore’s labor umons, 

remo\ mg the threat of labor unrest and further enhancmg Singapore’s attraction to 

foTkl&m transnatlonal firms Fmally. the government ensures a large supply of read! 

capital for mkestment m Singapore industry by enacting a compulson sacmgs plan for 

Singapore \sorhers amounting to as much as 25Ob of their mcome ’ These pohc~ss 

prd\e to be hlghl! effectike as the Singapore econom> owr the first three decades of Its 

independence enJo> s 2conomlc gro\\th rates \\ hrch rank among the best m the i\oortd 

It IS tn social pohc>. however. where Lee Kuan Ye\\-s strategic 1 won for 

Smgapore IS most apparent It IS m man) na>s Lee’s srngular achlecement as a 

statesman to hake so molded a nation-s SOCWJ to\+ards the achle\zment of stratqc 

ends -- statecraft through social po11c~ 

At Independence. Smgapore IS a multicultural. multllmgual SOCIZ~ with no clear 

sense of nationhood It IS Lee‘s challenge to mold this soclet\ Into a cowsi\ e:. 
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disctplmed hod! lvhtch will achteve national success through commercial prowess In a 

large sense this approach plays to the strengths of Smgapore’s largest erhmc group, the 

Chinese -- All Smgaporeans lveere requrred to conform to the general polmcal. 

economrc. and socral ethos of modem Smgapore In a state lvhere nearlv 80 per cent of 

the populanon vvere of Chinese ethnic ortgm. thts meant m practtce a strongly Chinese 

f&our an mslstence on dtsctplme, hard Lvork, competmon, self relrance. respect for 

norldly success and desire for matenal gam -’ Lee takes these cultural predllecttons and 

pursues soctal polictes which build upon them Order and chscrplme are enforced (or re- 

en~forced) through a legal system with a “ventable spate of laws and regulatrons [ivhich] 

deal with all sorts of offenders and crtmmals **’ He takes great interest m the island‘s 

educatronal system as he sees rt as the means to produce both the skrlled \vorl\ers 

necessary for the success of a modem industrial socreQ as well as to foster the 

mdntocratic ehte which ~11 run Smgapore 

Despite the obvious mtluence of Chinese culture on both Lee personall> and 

Singapore m general. Lee is not wedded to any parttcular cultural mfIuence For 

&mple. he encourages the evolution of Engltsh mto the dominant language of 

Smgapore-s government, economy. and educational s> stem. both to obtain the um& ing 

et I+ ect of a common language as well as for the ven practtca1 reason that English is the 

doinmant language of international commerce Lee speaks Lvith disdarn oflvhat he terms 

a *‘cal>pso societ> -- ivhich has no urnf? mg or language of its own “I Clearlv such a 

societ! cannot achiex e the goals he em isions for Singapore Lze deciar~s \v tth regards to 
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the adoption of Engl’sh -‘As we go up the technological ladder. ~e~ust cannot \iaste our 

time messmy around repeating the same knowledge m different languages Let’s 

move, and mo\ e s~l’r‘tl~ _ mto our common uorhmg language [I e En&h] -I’ 

Lee Kuan Yew ‘s a soctal engmeerpcrr ~.xeiZ~rx~ HIS soctal pol’c> IS predicated 

on lfocusmg and remforcmg those aspects of Smgaporean soclen and culture \\h’ch he 

deqms necessan for commercial success In essence his Clston IS that of Plato’s 

R~&/IL, a mentocratlc, eken technocratic, society with a “well tramed. cl\ lltsed 

workforce whose members each know their place --” Lee seems to lack an) pamcular 

attachment to Western sq le representative democracy beyond the necesslc to mamtam 

It as the price of full fledged membership m the Western community of nations (I tn 

paqlcular, ~rccd~ng nations) Lee 1s ob\lously comfortable m the role of --ben’kg despot-‘ 

or Platonic Guardlan That he 1s able to play this role comes not from the etcluston of 

W&tern-style democracy ‘u in the Marxist-Lenmlst model, but rather from Lee’s 

corislderable polttlcal acumen and the overwhelmmg electoral dominance accorded his 

par& b> Singapore toters as a reL\ard for Smgapore‘s immense success Lee ma> use 

\&et-globed authorltarlan tactics from time to time to help Insure his pa? s contro1 of 

the ipolmcal process but this cannot explain hts great pollttcal success ‘n ob\ ~ousl> free 

elections Stmpl> put h’s purposeful leadership has been as popular as ‘t has been 

successful 

HOD should me assess Lee Kuan Yz\\ as a statesman’ There can be no ci’sput’ng 

his success He has accompltshed hts great strategic godI of msur’ng S’ngpore‘5 
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sun 11 al \\ hlle making it a \\ealth>. thrlk mg commercial state In so doing he has sho\\n 

great \won u hlle consrstentl\ balancing strategic ends and means Lee e\pertl> 

capltahzed on the emergence of uorld-wde economic trends \\ hxh xbould enable a small 

sp&altzed state xtlthout man) of the traditional bases of national power to prosper on 

the basis of its brampower. orgamzatlon, and commercial acumen 

The more interesting questions are, ho\+ever What lessons can statesmen and 

strategists drank from Smgapore‘s and Lee’s successes3 Does Lee Kuan Ye\\.‘s “Xslan” 

mqdel hake apphcabthty elsewhere 3 In answer to the first, I lvould argue that Lee’s 

peiformance re-emphaslzes the Importance of molding a strong _ \ Igorous, coheslte 

soctet? at home as the basis for generating national pokter for use m mtematlonal 

s&craft In other \\ords. sound domestic poltcy IS corollary to sound foretgn poltc! 

As to the appllcablllry of the so-called “Astan” model else\\here I am doubtful 

First. the term model lmphes that its characterlsttcs can be transplanted The economic 

success of Singapore (as ~41 as for that matter the other so-called Asian “ttgers”) 1s 

arguable ltmtted tn space and time and IS m large measure a result of untqus 

cn&mstances obtammg at the trmz m each of these mdl\ldual countries Each countr) 

mljst tn large measure adapt to its 0L-n circumstances Wore important&. I am shepttcal 

thit a umque Astan model e\en exists that IS to say. a model whose parameters can be 

unrquel> defined and then reproduced In man! senses &tan economic success IS the 

result of ths same factors u hlch produced and connnues to produce economic success In 

the Lntted States and Europe managenal and tschnologlcal sl\tll. educated and 

mdustrtous x\orh forces. adaptabtltt> to marhet condtttons. ctc I \\ould argue that 

Singapore ;tnd other AsIan nattons lthe her ha\e succeeded not b> follox\ln~ thclr win 
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model but rather prsclsely because they ha\e effectl\ely applied a mode the: hale 

borro\\ed. 1 e Western marhet capltaltsm Lee Kuan Yew seems to sal as much himself 

“U-e hake been able to create economic grolkth because \\e faclhtated certain changes 

1~ hlls we moved from an agxultural socleF to an mdustrtal soclet! IVs had the 

advantage of knon mg what the end result should be by looking at the Ii-est and later 

Japan We hnew ithere we wre. and where we had to 30 -” 
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